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INTRODUCTION 
The accountancy profession is nearly one hundred and fifty 
years old. Formally organized in Scotland in the mid 1850s, it has 
expanded rapidly worldwide to become one of the leading profes-
sions in terms of the number of people it employs, the quantity 
and variety of services it offers and renders, the size and pervasive-
ness of its public firms, the extent of its provision and use of 
educational and research resources, the degree of influence it has 
in its relations with the state, and the social status and economic 
rewards enjoyed by its members. Yet, it still must cope with per-
sistent and seemingly intractable problems such as the dubious 
meaning of reported accounting figures, inconsistencies in ac-
counting rules, education orientated solely to training for current 
practice, a lack of research influence on practice, and managing 
the ethical behavior of practitioners. 
For these reasons, and more than ever before, there is a need 
to explore the origins and development of the accountancy profes-
sion — that is, to discover the reasons why it came into existence, 
and the means by which it has prospered despite its long-standing 
problems. Hopefully, such historical studies will not only provide 
the profession's current and future members with an understand-
ing of their roots, but will also signal clues as to possible resolu-
tions of at least some of its problems. 
With these thoughts in mind, this review essay is intended to 
provide some historical perspective on the modern accountancy 
profession by critiquing the recent study of Dr. Kedslie into the 
origins of the earliest professional accountancy bodies formed in 
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Scotland in the mid 1850s [Kedslie, 1990].1 It would be arrogant to 
claim that these bodies were necessarily different in character, 
origin or purpose from other bodies formed at about the same 
time in England and elsewhere. Nevertheless, there is a curious 
fascination about the founding fathers of any enterprise. For ex-
ample, consider the attention given to Pacioli regarding the intro-
duction of double-entry bookkeeping despite knowledge of its ex-
istence prior to the date of his publication [see de Roover, 1974]. 
Given this natural curiosity about 'beginnings,' what is most 
surprising with respect to the Kedslie text is that it represents one 
of a very few scholarly studies of the Scottish origins of the mod-
ern accountancy profession. One of the earliest and often-quoted 
texts is that of Brown [1905], a leading Scottish chartered accoun-
tant at the beginning of this century, who wrote very generally of 
the origins of the profession in Scotland, the establishment of the 
first societies, the first chartered accountants, and the work and 
problems of these early professionals [pp. 181-231 and 314-42]. 
Pre-professional accounting in Scotland is covered in a detailed 
study by Mepham [1988] of eighteenth century accounting and 
accountants, the main feature of which is the considerable intel-
lectual capacity of the men behind the accounting ideas which 
were part of the Scottish Enlightenment [pp. 381-3]. 
Post-professionalization in Scotland has also been studied by 
accounting historians, and in a number of ways. First, there is an 
anonymous general history of the early development to 1954 of 
the main Scottish professional body, described within a context of 
accounting activities and leading Scottish accountants of the pe-
riod [ICAS, 1954/1984]. Second, Stewart [1977/1986] produced a 
historical review of Scotland's professional beginnings in account-
ing in the form of a series of brief biographical sketches of the 
original Scottish chartered accountants to 1879. Third, Winsbury 
[1977] has written a history of a leading international public ac-
countancy firm which originated in Scotland. Fourth, Lee [1984] 
has edited a book of papers which were delivered over a seventy-
year period to Scottish accounting student societies by leading 
accountants, revealing the type of persistent issues which were 
brought to the attention of Scottish accounting practitioners and 
their apprentices over several decades. Fifth, Walker [1988] re-
1It should be noted that Kedslie's book appears in summarized form in a 
recently published paper which was awarded the 1990 Manuscript Award of the 
Academy of Accounting Historians [Kedslie, 1990a]. 
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cently wrote an extensive empirically-based social history of re-
cruitment to the earliest Scottish accountancy body, with specific 
references to the social mobility of the recruits. 
Kedslie's text touches on most of the activities and issues cov-
ered in these earlier studies. It is particularly related to that of 
Walker [1988], in the sense that both historians have observed and 
interpreted the main factors which they perceive to have com-
prised the origins of the earliest Scottish accountancy bodies. 
However, lest any reader feel that there is duplication between 
these two recent studies, it should be stated at the outset that 
Kedslie's study provides a broad observation and commentary on 
a multiplicity of connected issues. It establishes what Carr [1987, 
p. 104] has described as one of the essential roles of history — "a 
rational and logical quilt of knowledge." In this case, knowledge 
concerns the origins of professional accountancy in Scotland. 
Walker, on the other hand, has produced a more socio-scientific 
study of certain specific variables which he argues determined the 
nature and size of the recruitment and self-recruitment to one of 
the founding professional bodies in Scotland. In particular, his 
study is of developments from the origins of professionalization, 
with specific emphasis on the openness of professional accoun-
tancy in Edinburgh to the phenomenon of upward social mobility. 
PLEA FOR KNOWLEDGE 
Kedslie's study of the early Scottish accountancy profession 
must be seen in the context of several recent pleas for more and 
better knowledge of the origins of accounting generally, and the 
accountancy profession particularly. The particular motivations 
behind these urgings are the need to understand the role of ac-
counting and accountants within the context of significant organi-
zational and societal change; not to study these phenomena as if 
they were static and neutral; and, more specifically, to observe 
accounting (and presumably the accountant) becoming what they 
were not [see Burchell et al., 1980; Willmott, 1986; and Hopwood, 
1987]. Kedslie's text is compatible with these ambitions for the 
study of accounting history, although it is not necessarily faithful 
to them all and at all times. The purpose of this review is to 
identify the compatibilities and incompatibilities between 
Kedslie's thesis and prior historical prescriptions, remembering 
the warning of Carr [1987, p. 22] that history is not just about 
facts; it is also about the historian, and the problem he or she has 
in separating fact from interpretation, and the unique from the 
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general. It is also perhaps relevant to note the view of Collingwood 
[1974, p. 37] that the proper task of historians is to penetrate the 
minds of those persons they seek to study historically. Each of 
these points will be touched on at appropriate parts of this review, 
But, first, a summary of Kedslie's thesis with, where relevant, 
comparisons to that of Walker. 
CONTENT OF KEDSLIE [1990] 
Kedslie's study is of the origins and events surrounding the 
formation of three Scottish professional accountancy bodies in the 
mid 1850s (chronologically, in Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aber-
deen). What is fascinating about these developments is not the 
formations themselves, but why they took place in Scotland at that 
time. Kedslie's careful research has provided some interesting an-
swers, and she has managed to present them (both in her book 
and related paper) in a way that is accessible not just to the ac-
counting historian, but also to the practitioner and the student of 
accounting. Indeed, her study provides a data base for further 
research as much as definitive conclusions on the issues con-
cerned. In this respect, and as will be explained later in this re-
view, arguably its main weakness is its failure to use such a data 
base to support or reject hypotheses which could be specified with 
respect to familiar models of professional behavior. 
Kedslie's study begins with an examination of the accounting 
and accounting-related activities with which identifiable accoun-
tants were involved prior to professionalization in Scotland. She 
reveals evidence of these accountants as connected in a variety of 
ways, and to different degrees, with such businesses as canals and 
railways [pp. 15-28]; banking, insurance and stockbroking [pp. 28-
39]; and, most particularly, bankruptcy [pp. 39-54 and 114-34]. In 
general, Kedslie discovered from data gathered from directories, 
court records, and other relevant sources, there were significant 
differences in pre-professional activities in the three geographical 
locations researched, depending on the nature and preponderance 
of different businesses in different regions. For example, 
Edinburgh was a legal and financial center, whereas Glasgow had 
an industrial and stockbroking focus. These inevitably led to the 
founding fathers of chartered accountancy in Scotland having dif-
ferent social backgrounds, and being involved and specializing in 
different accounting and related activities depending on the city in 
which they did business. For example, Edinburgh accountants en-
tering the new profession were more likely to have family connec-
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tions with the legal or financial communities than were their col-
leagues in Glasgow [p. 82]. At least within the context of 
Edinburgh, these findings are consistent with those of Walker 
[1988, p. 265]. 
One thing above all others is clear from Kedslie's thesis. Pre-
professionalization, accountants as a social grouping were signifi-
cantly involved in bankruptcy work and this was the principal 
factor leading to the formation of the three Scottish professional 
bodies [pp. 50-77 and 114-34]. Indeed, a threat of change in bank-
ruptcy law at the time, which would have led to lawyers rather 
than accountants undertaking such work, was the indisputable 
catalyst for action to form the Edinburgh body [p. 59], and then 
the Glasgow and Aberdeen bodies. In the end, the legal change did 
not take place, but it was sufficient to create the beginnings of 
modern professional accountancy. Involvement in bankruptcy and 
related legal work continued to be a major source of business for 
the early Scottish chartered accountants, to the point that they 
appear to have established a near-monopoly of such activity dur-
ing the decades following the founding of the three professional 
bodies — that is, until a decline at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury [p. 134]. Indeed, Walker [1988, p. 34-40] provides data in the 
Edinburgh context from which a similar conclusion can be drawn. 
The main change in the mix of business appears to have been to 
company auditing — for example, in relation to Scottish banks 
[Kedslie, 1990, p. 145] and railway companies [Kedslie, 1990, p. 
166]. Walker [1988, p. 40] confirms this trend with more general 
corporate data. 
Kedslie examines the social origins of the early Scottish 
professional accountants [pp. 78-113]. When compared with the 
work of Walker [1988], the analysis is not as statistically de-
tailed and argumentatively complex as his interwoven themes of 
recruitment factors [pp. 30-193], and his self-recruitment demo-
graphic model [pp. 203-64]. Kedslie's conclusions, however, are 
no less clear and concise. For example, her evidence indicates 
that the earliest recruits to the Scottish profession tended at 
first to come from an upper to middle class background [pp. 79-
81]. This varied, however, between Edinburgh, and Glasgow 
and Aberdeen. Edinburgh's earliest recruits tended to be more 
upper to upper-middle class than their colleagues elsewhere. 
Later recruits in all three regions tended to come from a more 
uniform middle class background [pp. 81-96]. This matches the 
specific Edinburgh findings of Walker [1988, pp. 83-9]. Kedslie 
[1990, pp. 96-104] also found the earliest recruits usually had a 
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sound education at fee-paying schools, with some having uni-
versity education [pp. 101-4]. Walker [1988, pp. 89-95] presents 
similar data for Edinburgh recruitment. Finally, Kedslie [1990, 
pp. 110-12] also demonstrates the earliest chartered accountants 
in Scotland were active in public life and so-called 'good works' 
in the community. 
In other words, these early accounting professionals were pre-
dominantly members of an elite grouping in their communities 
prior to entry to membership of their professional bodies, and 
later members tended to come from reasonably similar back-
grounds — with some differences over time and between bodies. 
Coming together at this time in such an organized way is a clear 
signal of some form of self-protection involving economic employ-
ment and social status. Kedslie reveals the several post-
professionalization actions of Scottish chartered accountants 
which evidence such self-protection. Interestingly, despite differ-
ences in the composition and background of members of the three 
bodies, this evidence reveals unanimity of attitude and purpose 
over the issues concerned. 
The first matter centers on the expansion and then decline in 
the second half of the nineteenth century in the involvement of 
Scottish chartered accountants in legally-driven work such as 
bankruptcies, and a compensating expansion of their involvement 
in other areas in which they had previous connections (such as 
auditing banks, insurance companies and railways [Kedslie, 1990, 
pp. 114-34 and 135-71]. Kedslie clearly reveals the adaptability 
and success of the early chartered accountants in capturing sig-
nificant areas of accounting-related activity — to the point at 
which they occupied a near-monopoly position (as in the audit of 
railways) [p. 71]. 
The second example of protectionism cited by Kedslie [1990, 
pp. 179-217] is the increasingly explicit use by the three Scottish 
professional bodies of methods of restricted entry. This started 
with entry by invitation to a selected few with an appropriate 
background and experience. Then to indenture, apprenticeship 
and informal examinations. And, finally, to a unified national ex-
amination system. Several things above all others evidence delib-
erate barriers to entry — the high financial cost of entry to mem-
bership and the length of training prior to entry [for example, pp. 
184-8]; and the rapid stiffening of educational and examination 
standards designed to provide chartered accountants with a 
knowledge which was directly relevant to their involvement in 
practice [for example, pp. 188-97]. 
6
Accounting Historians Journal, Vol. 18 [1991], Iss. 2, Art. 8
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol18/iss2/8
Mills: Reviews 199 
Legal conflicts with rival accountancy bodies to prevent them 
receiving a charter of incorporation, and thus protect the exclusive 
use of the label of chartered accountant, comprises Kedslie's 
[1990, pp. 218-9] third example of professional closure. These pro-
tectionist actions were successful, although the rival bodies sur-
vived to be later absorbed into larger bodies in England. This 
defending of what amounted to a professional monopoly has been 
well documented and discussed by Walker [1991], with the par-
ticular conclusion that its success rested on appeals to the public 
interest being best served by restricting the tide of chartered ac-
countants to the then existing Scottish chartered bodies [p. 279]. 
The final example provided by Kedslie [1990, pp. 239-61] of 
early Scottish chartered accountants attempting to establish pro-
fessional closure concerns the issue of registration of such accoun-
tants as the only ones licensed to practice as such. This was in-
tended to be achieved by legislation and, over several years, nu-
merous unsuccessful attempts were made by the Scottish and 
other UK bodies to do just that. As Kedslie [1990, p. 260] remarks, 
these attempts appeared to be deliberately explicit displays of na-
tional and inter-organizational rivalry. The Scottish activities have 
been extensively explored by MacDonald [1985]. 
A THEORY OF PROFESSIONAL BEHAVIOR 
The value of Kedslie's work is in its provision of a "quilt" of 
related topics which, when gathered together, give the reader a 
sense of how the Scottish bodies came into being in the mid 
1850s, and then proceeded to restrict their membership and cap-
ture specific work for their members. In this respect, however, the 
quilt tends to lack a pattern which would help explain why these 
developments took place when and where they did. In other 
words, there is little or no specification of a general model or 
individual hypotheses of professional behavior with which to re-
late the data and derive explanatory conclusions of the type de-
sired by writers such as Burchell et al. [1980], Willmott [1986] and 
Hopwood [1987]. Kedslie [1990, pp. 262-74] does attempt briefly 
at the end of her book to provide such a scenario — in the sense 
that she discusses various views of the attributes of a profession 
and its members. These include such well-known writers on the 
subject as Carr-Saunders and Wilson [1933] and Hall [1969]. 
Kedslie uses each of these studies to describe attributes or 
characteristics of professionalism such as a theoretical body of 
knowledge; social prestige through charters of incorporation; 
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training, examination and licensing; independence from the client 
and a code of ethics; the use of rituals, symbols and specialist 
languages; a legal monopoly; and the power and authority given to 
self-regulate. These are used briefly by Kedslie [1990, pp. 270-4] 
with reference to her findings on the Scottish bodies — that is, to 
evidence that, because these attributes could be demonstrated to 
have existed in the formation of these bodies, then each such body 
clearly had the characteristics of a professional body [p. 273]. 
Such a conclusion is logical and necessary in such a historical 
study. However, it limits the latter in its potential to explain the 
rationale of the professional accountancy body and its Scottish 
origins. Kedslie provides considerable data to make such a case. 
She fails to take the opportunity — despite having access to sev-
eral authorities which could have assisted her. For example, she 
refers to Carr-Saunders and Wilson [1933] in terms of professional 
characteristics, but does not present this study as an example of 
the functionalist approach to the study of professionalism. This is 
the view that the professional exists to provide a functional service 
within the public domain, and that his actions are primarily 
guided by altruism — of putting service to the public before eco-
nomic or social self-interest. Kedslie [1990, p. 262] also makes 
brief and incidental reference to Larson [1977], a principal advo-
cate of the alternative critical school of professionalism — but 
without mentioning his model of the professional as a person 
seeking market control over needed services and upward social 
mobility by a process of public legitimation of his actions. 
In other words, the evidence provided by Kedslie of the emer-
gence and development of professionalized accountancy in mid to 
late nineteenth century Scotland is presented without a formal 
theoretical framework. In particular, the extensive and valuable 
data which she has gathered have not been discussed or inter-
preted from either a functionalist or critical perspective. For ex-
ample, there is a considerable literature on the power-knowledge 
relationship in the context of professional activity — that is, where 
there is a body of knowledge, there is the exercising of power, and 
vice versa. Johnson [1972, pp. 41-7] discusses this concept in 
terms of a profession creating a structure of uncertainty [p. 42-3] 
which can be both threatening and exploitative [p. 44], and 
thereby exercising occupational control [p. 45]. Bledstein [1976] 
argues in similar terms — of the professional having power 
through command of his discipline [p. 90], special rituals reinforc-
ing the mystery of his power [pp. 93-4], invoking disasters to in-
crease client dependency [pp. 99-100], and cultivating irrationality 
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by uncovering anomalies [p. 102]. Larson [1977], also writes of the 
ideology of (professional) competence creating a societal image 
that subconsciously fuses power with superior ability and self-
development [p. 241], but which uses the work ethic, universal 
service and noblesse oblige as components of a marketable com-
modity [p. 220]; professionalism as a means of controlling edu-
cated labor and co-opting elites [p. 237]; professionals construct-
ing reality on their terms, thus obtaining a minimum of social 
authority [p. 231]; and professionals having a monopoly of compe-
tence as well as practice in terms of authority over a body of 
knowledge [p. 231]. 
Putting these ideas in the context of professional accountancy, 
Kedslie could have hypothesized that the early Scottish profes-
sional accountants acted in a concerted way to monopolize a body 
of knowledge or competence which they could exclusively prac-
tice; created an atmosphere of dependency for such services by 
pointing out the need for altruistically-driven superior abilities to 
successfully remove observable uncertainties to maintain the pub-
lic interest; and reinforced such superiority by explicit signs of 
elitism and status. The evidence provided by Kedslie is certainly 
consistent with this model. For example, attempting to achieve 
professional monopoly in the areas of bankruptcies [pp. 50-77 and 
114-34] and company audits [pp. 135-71]; involving a need for 
skilled professionals to deal with complex issues in bankruptcies 
and audits [p. 57, 62, 75, 141-2, 156, 160-1 and 168]; creating an 
image of elitism and status in terms of specific entry standards 
including apprenticeships, entry and membership fees, and educa-
tion and examination [pp. 188-217]; and using the idea of the 
public interest to exclude other bodies from the domain of public 
accounting [pp. 218-39], protect the title of chartered accountant 
[pp. 239-49], and attempt to register only chartered accountants 
[pp. 249-61]. 
Kedslie does make some oblique references to these issues 
and interpretations, but her thesis is weakened by a lack of explic-
itness. In particular, she fails to provide her reader with a strong 
flavor of the ultimate challenge for the early Scottish chartered 
accountants — that is, what Montagna [1974, pp. 4-5] has de-
scribed as the conflict between public interest and self-interest, 
and the need to balance these opposing responsibilities. In addi-
tion, because of her lack of a theoretical framework, she has ne-
glected to relate her findings explicitly to the research of other 
writers in the same area — for example, the factors relating to 
recruitment and self-recruitment in the Scottish bodies [Walker, 
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1988]; the use of the examination process to create occupational 
control [Hoskin and Macve, 1986]; the standardizing of knowledge 
and the institutionalizing of training to gain social rewards 
[Richardson, 1988]; and social closure through occupational regis-
tration [MacDonald, 1985]. She has presented facts about actions 
without necessarily attempting to clearly "get behind" the thinking 
behind the actions as recommended by Collingwood [1974, p. 37]. 
CONCLUSIONS 
As stated at the beginning of this review, there is a need to 
know how professional accountancy came to be what it was not. 
However, much of this process of investigation and explanation is 
subject to the constraint of the historian. In this case, Kedslie has 
provided much useful material to describe the emergence of pro-
fessionalism in accountancy in Scotland. What is still required is 
an interpretive approach to such data to provide explanation and 
understanding. As she reveals in her preface [Kedslie, 1990, p. xiii] 
and conclusion [p. 274], recent events in the history of The Insti-
tute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland suggest that the process 
of professionalization is a continuing affair which will require fur-
ther investigation and explanation. Dr. Kedslie is to be encouraged 
to continue that process as part of the larger task of understanding 
the role of professional accounting and public accountants in soci-
ety. 
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In the Epilogue, Lord Benson says he is loyal to the following 
prayer (and his autobiography surely reflects it): 
Not the quarry, but the chase, 
Not the laurel, but the race, 
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Not the hazard, but the play, 
Make me, Lord, enjoy always. 
This delightful book is the personal history of an accountant 
who seems to have done everything and enjoyed every minutes. 
Born in South Africa, his mother was a poor relative of the Coo-
pers accounting family; while a boy on a trip to England, the 
family decided he would enter the firm as a clerk when 17. He did, 
qualified as a chartered accountant at 23, and became a partner at 
25 (due to ability and, as he reports, nepotism). He went on to 
become the English head of the firm, conduct investigations 
throughout the world for his firm, for the Bank of England, and 
the government, even chairing the first International Accounting 
Standards Committee. A listing of special assignments and ap-
pointments covers six pages including his election as the only liv-
ing non-American to The Ohio State University Accounting Hall of 
Fame in 1984. 
His personal life has been equally rewarding. Married for 50 
years, he has three children (one who is in what seems to be the 
family firm, Coopers & Lybrand), and nine grandchildren (a photo 
of eight nude on a slide is included). A sportsman who developed a 
middle-aged passion for sailing, he has taken the entire family on 
safari in Africa and sailing in the Greek Isles. Determined, he took 
52 years to catch a single expensive salmon but he seems to enjoy 
it all in this fully packed life. He is a good carpenter in his spare 
time and enjoys making cabinets. 
This account of his life is far more candid than any other 
accountant has written and also includes his frank opinions on 
many issues including those of accounting, business, politics, soci-
ety and life in general. He traveled more than a million miles on 
business alone by planes, cars, taxis, camels, river boats, ocean 
liners, trains, rickshaws and by foot, mostly to open offices over-
seas and to ensure such offices maintained standards. 
Illustrative of this account of a life at the top is his description 
of how to conduct a large scale investigation. He starts by break-
ing the subject down into a number of topics. Next a list is made 
of the information needed under each topic. Prepare a series of 
questions (sometimes 1,500) for which answers are needed. Make 
a list of the people needed to see and in what order. Interview with 
tape recording (or a skilled associate). Transcribe notes immedi-
ately. Test recommendations against evidence. Expect five or six 
drafts of the report with the " . . . first preliminary draft put to-
gether by a junior partner . . ." [p. 86]. Finally use common sense. 
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Fraud has been a subject of considerable concern. His audit 
cases on this subject include one in Hong Kong which took three 
years of his expert witnessing. He also had service on the Roskill 
Committee which made suggestions on how to improve criminal 
procedures for fraud. 
When told that an Australian accounting student audience 
was only interested in sex and crime, he told them that he was out 
of date on the one and shy about the other. But, he told them, you 
will never be paid enough until you are old (when you will be 
overpaid), you will often be offered bribes, not in money, but in 
flattery, your colleagues can be helpful if you let them and you 
should truly cherish your independence. 
The following four lines epitomizes everything important to 
him: 
I would be true, for there are those who trust me; 
I would be pure, for there are those who care; 
I would be strong, for there is much to suffer; 
I would be brave, for there is much to dare. 
When he retired from the firm, he was with the Bank of En-
gland for eight years. For centuries this bank fired employees who 
refused to work on Sundays or who joined the Roman Catholic 
Church. He found that the Bank still maintained tight discipline. 
He first met Mrs. Thatcher, later to become prime minister, when 
he was called into a cabinet meeting to discuss the financial fate of 
Rolls-Royce. She tried to engage him in private conversation, 
much to his impatience. When he entered the House of Lords, his 
maiden speech, most appropriate for an accountant, was on infla-
tion. 
In a negotiation valuing shares, he tossed a coin with his 
opponent, a partner in another large firm, about whether to add 
an extra million pounds. Benson lost. He and an associate ar-
ranged for the merger with the American firm of Lybrand, Ross 
Bros. & Montgomery in 1957. From 1945 to 1975 (when he re-
tired), the firm, now Coopers & Lybrand, grew from eight offices 
worldwide to 332. 
As the first chairman of the IASC which develops standards, 
he recommends first, "that those standards need to be tighter and 
the alternatives reduced or eliminated . . . Second, . . . whenever 
financial statements are issued to the public they should state 
whether they comply with international accounting standards and, 
if they do not, the extent to which the standards have been ob-
served" [p. 113]. He also insists that every accountancy board any-
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where needs to do a better job of seeing to it that standards are 
applied. 
Sixteen pages of photos illustrate the book. Included are sev-
eral cartoons from Punch which use Benson's name in the cap-
tions. Don't overlook his description of the benefits of a raw 
mouse sandwich! 
Thomas N. Bisson, Fiscal Accounts of Catalonia under the Early 
Count-Kings (1151-1213) (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1984, 2 vols., 777 pp., $105). 
Reviewed by 
Patti A. Mills 
Indiana State University 
By the middle of the twelfth century, the counts of Barcelona 
had established a loose hegemony over what was to become the 
Kingdom of Catalonia. This beautiful work by a noted medievalist 
is an annotated edition of account summaries and other account-
ing-related records of these early count-kings. Comprising all of 
the extant accounts, inventories and commissions of the comital-
royal domains, and a selection of other fiscal records, these docu-
ments are an invaluable resource for the study of early govern-
mental accounting. 
Each of the documents is carefully transcribed according to 
the editorial standards of the Commission Internationale de 
Diplomatique and is accompanied by a brief summary of its con-
tents, a physical description and editorial notes. The texts are in 
medieval Latin. For the reader who has no knowledge of the lan-
guage, the most valuable part of Bisson's work will undoubtedly 
be his masterful 162-page introduction, in which he offers his own 
analysis of the documents and the historical background neces-
sary to their understanding. 
At the heart of the introduction are three chapters which 
Bisson uses to explain the general administrative structure and 
economy of Old Catalonia; and to chart the development of public 
accounting procedures and other fiscal activity during the period 
1151-1213. Bisson's account is incredibly rich in detail, especially 
his description of local administration; but like other master histo-
rians, he manages to distill from his carefully reported findings 
important conclusions. The evidence shows that over the course of 
the period accounting and audit activity improved in this corner of 
the Mediterranean, as was the case in other areas of Europe. The 
14
Accounting Historians Journal, Vol. 18 [1991], Iss. 2, Art. 8
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aah_journal/vol18/iss2/8
Mills: Reviews 207 
main impetus, however, was to strengthen the counts' credit, the 
lifeblood of their expansionist designs. Indeed, the counts' chief 
fiscal officers — the accountants and collectors who initiated fiscal 
reform — were normally his principal creditors. As Bisson writes, 
"building efficient institutions was not yet an end in itself in the 
early thirteenth century" [p. 150]. Despite advances in routini-
zation and in the management and preservation of written ac-
counts, public accountability at this time was essentially patrimo-
nial rather than bureaucratic in nature. 
The introduction is supplemented by ten "related studies" 
which assemble a wide variety of information gleaned from the 
documents. For example, one of the studies provides a "biographi-
cal conspectus" of the accountants, auditors and scribes engaged 
in the fiscal administration of the comital domains. The known 
audits or "sessions of account" are listed chronologically in an-
other study. Another attractive feature of the work is the series of 
23 black-and-white plates which show the actual scripts and en-
dorsements of several documents. 
Few governmental accounting records survive in the aggre-
gate prior to 1250. By his efforts, Thomas Bisson has afforded us a 
unique glimpse into the early stirrings of public accountability. 
Anne Loft, Coming Into the Light (A Study of the Development of a 
Professional Association for Cost Accountants in Britain in the 
Wake of the First World War) (London: The Chartered Institute of 
Management Accountants, 1990, 158 pp., no price given). 
Reviewed by 
Moyra J. M. Kedslie 
University of Hull 
This beautifully produced book provides us with an explana-
tion of why a professional body for cost accountants emerged and 
of the subsequent formation and early years of that body, then 
called the Institute of Cost and Works Accountants. The period 
covered is very narrow when measured in years but extremely 
significant in terms of the changes in the British economy and 
social structure which took place during and after the First World 
War. It is interesting to see the opportunities that the war pre-
sented for cost accountants and the manner in which they capital-
ized upon this in 1913 when the Institute was formed. 
Chapter Two sets the scene for the birth of the new profes-
sional body by examining the development of cost accounting sys-
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tems in Britain towards the end of the nineteenth century and 
beginning of the twentieth century, which led to a growth in the 
number of men employed as costing clerks. The second factor to 
be considered is the impact of the First World War on industry 
and the involvement of professional accountants in government 
work. Because the chartered accountants and incorporated ac-
countants were members of well-established professional bodies, 
they were often recruited to assist in this work in preference to 
costing clerks with no professional affiliation. This preferential 
treatment undoubtedly indicated to costing clerks, many of whom 
must have been highly skilled and experienced, the lower status 
attributed to them by virtue of their lack of an organized body and 
provided the catalyst for such a formation. 
The formation and early organization of the ICWA is dealt 
with in some detail in Chapters Three and Four. Understandably, 
the cost accountants attempted to model themselves on the exist-
ing professional accounting bodies and to form "an Institute equal 
in status to the Chartered Accountants" [p. 47]. This view was at 
variance with that held by the Institute of Chartered Accountants 
in England and Wales whose president declared at the 39th An-
nual General Meeting of the Institute [Accountant, May 8, 1920, p. 
548]: 
In my opinion, "Costing" has lately become almost a sci-
ence, and ought to form a part of the education of every 
Chartered Accountant in a much larger degree than it has 
apparently done in the past, but that does not justify a 
separate organisation amongst members of the Institute. 
It is most undesirable to encourage these outside forma-
tions, as, if they deal with subjects that appertain to our 
profession, then by all means let those subjects be in-
cluded more liberally in our curriculum. 
The president was referring to his speech to the Costing Asso-
ciation [p. 37] but it is reasonable to assume that the CAs held 
similar views on the formation of the ICWA. 
Finally the book deals with the early membership of the 
ICWA and includes eight fascinating reports of interviews with 
surviving founder members. This is the most enjoyable part of the 
book and is an excellent example of the use of oral history. 
It would be impossible to review this book without making 
some comparison between it and Anne Loft's earlier book for 
which she received the 1990 Hourglass Award. Much of the new 
book is a reiteration of Chapters Six, Seven and Eight of the ear-
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lier one with the addition of archival material on the early days of 
the Institute and a much fuller coverage of the oral history aspect. 
However, this repetition can be forgiven on the grounds that the 
target audience is different — it would make an excellent gift for 
someone who had worked through the early development of pro-
fessional costing. Another regrettable similarity between the two 
books is the lack of index and, in this case, of a bibliography. 
Nevertheless, this is an interesting and well-produced book which 
should have considerable appeal to a wide range of readers. 
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